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[John Ross is a free-lance journalist who has written on Mexican political and economic affairs for
years. He has written several books on Chiapas, including The War Against Oblivion Zapatista
Chronicles 1994-2000]
Inside the dusty compound behind the Sheik Hamden Bin Rashid Al Makoum mosque near San
Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas state, the faithful are summoned to prayer five times a day. Like all
good Muslims, Tzotzil Indian converts to Islam who live in this community study their Korans, reject
pork, honor Ramadan, and dream of making their hadj to Mecca.
For the approximately 40 Tzotzil families who belong to this Muslim community, their conversion
to Islam has been one more step on a long and complicated religious journey. Their community was
formed two years ago in perhaps one of the most religiously diverse and volatile regions of Mexico.
The mosque was never registered with the Secretaria de Gobernacion (SEGOB) as required by law,
and it remains under intense scrutiny, particularly in light of the events of Sept. 11 and President
Vicente Fox's pledge to cooperate with the US to join in the US fight against terrorists.
Most residents of the Muslim compound are exiles from San Juan Chamula, a Catholic community
abandoned by the official Catholic Church because of its practice of consuming a sugar- cane
alcoholic beverage known as posh during religious ceremonies. Bishop Samuel Ruiz, former head
of the Roman Catholic diocese of San Cristobal de las Casas, removed all priests from San Juan
Chamula in the early 1990s because local residents refused to give up this practice, which he said
promoted public drunkenness.
Nearby are several Protestant evangelical communities, also made up of exiles from San Juan
Chamula. The Protestant evangelicals arrived in the area in the 1930s at the invitation of then
President Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940), who sought to weaken the strong control of the Catholic
Church in San Juan Chamula by inviting the Summer Institute of Linguistics to supervise the town's
education system. Ironically, the strong opposition to the use of posh has created common ground
between the Catholic diocese and the evangelicals, who have been fighting a turf war for several
decades.
More than 30,000 Tzotzil Indians, mostly evangelicals, have been expelled from San Juan Chamula
during the past 25 years for opposing the community's traditions and customs, including the
consumption of posh. Most have moved just down the mountain and settled on the outskirts of San
Cristobal de las Casas and formed the communities of Nueva Esperanza and La Hormiga. The Sheik
Hamden Bin Rashid Al Makoum mosque sits at the foot of La Hormiga in the midst of a haphazardly
arranged religious "ghetto" that features at least seven Evangelical congregations.
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Community founded by Spanish immigrants
Esteban Lopez and Aurillano Perez, founders of the local Muslim community, are not Tzotzil Indians
or even mestizos, but both are married to local Indian women and have many children. The two
men, who migrated to San Cristobal de las Casas in the early 1990s from Andalucia in Spain, are
carpenters and bakers whose intricate bread loaves quickly found a commercial constituency. The
immigration status of the two Spaniards remains vague, and they are apparently only allowed to
stay in Mexico because of their large families and business ties.
The two men were detained in 1995 during a government crackdown against the Ejercito Zapatista
de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN), but were eventually released. Still, Lopez and Perez remain under
constant surveillance from the authorities, amid rumors that the Sheik Hamden mosque has ties
to the militant farm-workers group Union Nacional Agraria Lombardista (UNAL), whose leaders
all have taken Muslim names. The Muslim community in San Cristobal anticipates continued
harassment by authorities and neighbors as the bombing of Afghanistan intensifies.
Local evangelical leader Manuel Collazo has accused the members of the mosque of being
supporters of Osama bin Laden, allegedly the mastermind of the Sept. 11 attacks. Also, several
television reports have accused mosque members of being terrorists. In a brief interview, Lopez
said he is able to gain converts because of the strong connection to nature shared by Islamic and
indigenous philosophies. "Indigenous peoples...see God in their forests and their mountains," he
said. "Christianity broke this connection to nature but Islam restores it heart to heart."
In its two years of operation, the Sheik Hamden mosque has attracted 500 converts, mostly Indians,
but many have fallen away. "There are many pressures," said Lopez, pointing to nearby Christian
churches. Although Mexico has traditionally been a safe port for immigrants from the Middle
East, most have been Christians. Many of these immigrants have risen to prominent positions in
government and business. For example, Oaxaca Gov. Jose Murat Casab, a defender of indigenous
rights, is the son of Christian immigrants from Iraq.
Similarly, powerful business leaders Alfredo Harp Helu and Carlos Slim Helu are Christians of
Lebanese descent. Harp Helu is the president of Grupo Financiero Banamex, which was recently
sold to Citibank. Slim, who is Harp's cousin, is the principal stockholder in the telephone monopoly
TELMEX and was recently named the richest tycoon in Latin America by US-based business
magazine Forbes. In contrast, only half of Mexico's tiny Islamic community of 5,000 is of Arabic
background. The largest concentration of Muslims in Mexico belongs to the 400-member Islamic
Culture Center in Mexico City. Other centers function in Guadalajara, Monterrey, and Torreon.
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